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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
This crop continues to generate surprises faster
than we can deal with them. Weather, insects, diseases,
and other things are producing challenges like donuts in
a bakery. In spite of it all, it looks like we will have
“respectable” crops this year. As usual, there will be
examples of high yields; but I expect there will be some
low-side surprises, especially in corn. This year has
been a roller-coaster ride so far; and it’s far from over.
Hang on.

August 2009
reasons; but there may actually be a disadvantage to this
in that all plants produce pollen at the same time. Under
stress, silk exertion may also occur with equal
uniformity. When this happens, there are no lateemerging tassels to act as “backup” pollinators for the
field. The result is poor kernel set and ears with a third
to half of the cob setting no grain. The ear shown here is
a typical result; but many are worse than this example.

Corn:

During the June drought, I commented to one
grower that the result of the combined stresses of
extremely high rainfall in May, followed by June
drought, might be corn without ear shoots. At the time,
I wanted to recall those words since it seemed to bring
unnecessary concern to him. I now know that the
statement was all too correct. Along with this, other
conditions have contributed to reduced grain formation
in corn, especially in field areas with lighter soils and
low water-holding capacity. Many Hill country nonirrigated fields show these sandy spots and areas with
low organic matter content.
Another condition that seems fairly common on
dryland fields is that the production of pollen and silks
was not synchronized well enough to allow for good
pollination. We usually refer to this situation as
“missing the nick”. What happens is that droughtstressed corn plants may exert the tassel and drop the
pollen before silks are exposed to catch it. In some
cases, only part of the silks were out, and the ears were
partially pollinated. We were once taught that much of
the failure of pollination was due to the death of pollen
as it fell from the silks to the tassels; but I really don’t
feel we have seen much of that. The failure of ear
production, and the failure or partial failure of
pollination has in my opinion been the indirect result of
weather-related stress.
When we plant corn and get “ideal” conditions
for seed germination, plants emerge uniformly. These
“ideal” stands are of course preferred for several

All ear abnormalities cannot be blamed on poor
pollination conditions. Other factors, including
improper soil pH, soil nutrient deficiencies (especially
phosphorus), insect damage, herbicide effects, heavy
rain during pollination, diseases, and other things can
cause problems for ear formation and grain
development.
One over-riding fact brings all these factors
together under one umbrella we can refer to as varietal
adaptation. Some varieties are better at coping with all
these things and remaining productive. We see the result
every year in that some varieties tolerate low soil
temperatures at planting, deal with all the stresses that
are part of our growing season, and produce well on a
consistent basis. We have a word in cotton that
describes varieties that are well adapted: we say they are
more “stable”. This term applies at least as well to corn.
I suggest you visit corn variety trials in your
locality to see for yourself which varieties show the best
“stability” this year. They have experienced a broad
range of environmental stresses. The ones that produce
good yield and good quality corn are winners. I am

scheduling what you may call “turnrow” meetings at the
variety trials in this area. There is a schedule of these at
the end of this letter. These will not be “field day”
meetings like some in the past since there is just not time
to set them up. I am well aware that you are busy; but
the best time to visually evaluate varieties is just before
harvest. This could be your best investment of an hour.
I will bring the ice water and cups.
Soybeans:
I continue to be amazed at how well most
soybeans have performed during the weather extremes
that dramatically altered the growth and production of
corn. Many of the soybean fields that emerged with
poor to marginal stands now look good, at least from the
road. Most of these are Group 5 maturity, and have a
ways to go before harvest.
Experience during the last 12 to 15 years has
shown that in most years the early planting of mid to late
Group 4 varieties has been our most consistent soybean
production practice. Last year was somewhat of an
exception to that idea, however; and as a result of that a
lot more Group 5 beans were planted in 2009. This
year we have seen a return to the advantage of planting
mid to late Group 4’s; at least that’s the way it looks to
me today. These faster producing varieties are now
approaching maturity; and are for the most part out of
danger for soybean rust that has arrived about a month
early this year.
Insects have been more of a problem for
soybean growers this year than in recent years. High
numbers of threecornered alfalfa leafhoppers, green and
brown stinkbugs, have combined with moderate
numbers of several loopers to justify more insecticide
applications than usual. A new pest, the red-banded
stinkbug, has been seen in this area before; but this year
it has proven the stories we have heard out of Louisiana
about its tolerance to insecticides and its reproductive
prowess.
Diseases have generally been low, with the
exception of downy mildew; and there have been
moderate and higher levels of Cercospera leaf blight in
some fields. I suppose the biggest surprise in soybean
disease has been the higher than usual levels of sudden
death syndrome (SDS) that have cropped up in areas of
variable size, mainly in Group 4’s so far. There has been
a discussion about whether this is the same disease we
have called SDS through the years; or if this year’s
disease (or part of it) is being caused by a variant of this
problem some have referred to as “mystery disease”.
Whichever it is, it kills the plant the way SDS does, the

roots rot like SDS, the leaves have interveinal chlorosis
like SDS, and the vascular tissue in the stem is plugged
and stained like SDS. I have been calling it SDS. This
discussion may produce a new disease name; but so far
this works for me.
Soybean rust has arrived earlier this year; and in
most cases has been dealt with calmly. The earlier
arrival of rust was likely due to wet conditions and
prevailing winds during the month of July; however the
hot and clear days of early August likely prevented an
even greater incidence of the disease. Fortunately most
of the Maturity Group 4 soybeans are near or have
passed the point of susceptibility; however we need to
watch later maturing varieties closely until have reached
the safe stage of about mid to late R5.
As for what we can expect from soybean rust in
later beans, we can only speculate. We must face the
reality that the showers and cooler temperatures we are
experiencing now provide favorable conditions for its
spread. As far as I know; most infected fields have been
treated with fungicides. This will reduce the spore
supply; but nothing can eliminate it completely. Regular
scouting is a necessity; however many fields have
lodged so much that good scouting is very difficult. The
best thing to do is to look at the most likely sites for
development like tree lines on east sides of fields where
dew lingers in mornings. Also look carefully in areas
that could not be treated well with fungicides, such as
under power lines and in parts of fields where planes
could not do their best work.
Finding rust is difficult, especially in the early
stages when we really need to find it. I could insert
pictures here; but they probably would not help you very
much. Unfortunately, we will all probably get a chance
to see it up close and personal sooner or later –
preferably later. Only then will you be able to recognize
it with some degree of confidence. It has a fairly
recognizable appearance, something between a bad case
of downy mildew and shade leaf senescence, with fairly
distinctive pustules and spores on the underside of the
leaf. However, you may not really recognize it until you
see it begin to cause defoliation of lower leaves in the
most affected areas of fields. Hopefully you will not see
this degree of infection this year, or ever; but I would not
bet on that.
Cotton:
I’m not going to spend a lot of time on cotton
here; but I am optimistic about the cotton I am looking at
around the area. Some of the earliest-planted fields are
opening fast during the last few clear and hot days.

These days are critical to our success with cotton this
year, especially for the bulk of the crop that was planted
in late May and early June.
People who have grown cotton for a long time
are justifiably concerned that we may run out of time to
mature the later fields; however I believe there is time if
we can continue to get warm weather at least through
most of September. We expect temperatures to begin
declining in October; but if we can be fortunate enough
to escape frost until around the tenth of November I
believe we have a chance to see a near-repeat of the
“miracle” crop of 1992 when most of the crop was
planted very late and we saw excellent yields.
I believe that most of you accepted our
suggestion that you reduce nitrogen rates this year; and
this fact alone will help us in getting the crop to cut out
and finish in good fashion. It will also simplify
defoliation.
We had a flurry of plant bug activity during midAugust; but it seems that this problem has decreased
quite a bit as we approached the end of the month. Stink
bugs have entered fields as corn dried down; but in most
cases this pest has not reached high levels that would
threaten yields significantly. Still, we need to scout
fields for these insects, concentrating on areas that
border corn and maturing soybean fields.
Cotton prices showed a little surge for a few
days, actually bringing up discussions about more acres
in 2010. However the price curve has again dipped
toward loan levels. I really don’t think it a good time to
pay much attention to what the market does; and I am
hopeful that by the time we begin seriously considering
next year’s crop it will offer some encouragement.
Wheat:

Last year (08/09) was not a good wheat year;
and as a direct result of that a lot of people may be
nervous about of trying wheat again. Wheat simply does
not produce well with a wet spring, especially when it
continues wet right up to harvest.
I enjoy working with wheat; and I feel that it
should be a part of our cropping mix. However we can’t
afford to grow it unless prices reach into the eight to
nine dollar range. At least that’s my opinion. We really
can’t budget more than around forty bushel yields, even
though we have seen sixty or seventy in the past.
Let’s look at varieties and management practices
if you plan to grow wheat. It might help you to be more
successful with this crop.

Schedule of turnrow variety meetings:
Saturday, September 5: Goodman Irrigated Corn Demo.
Seneasha Farms (Mr. Bobby Garrett). Meet at the farm east of
Goodman at 1PM.
Monday, September 7: MSU Corn Demo, and MSU
Maturity Group 4 Soybean Demo – Caldwell Farm NE of
Vaiden, MS on Vaiden/Kilmichael Rd.
Meet at 5PM at Caldwell shop.
Tuesday, September 8: DeKalb Corn Demo, Johnson Farm,
Herren School Road off of Hwy. 407, 5 miles east of Winona.
Meet at 5PM at the field.
Thursday, September 10: MSU Maturity Group 5 Soybean
Demo at Danny Murphy Farm on Way Rd. North of Canton.
Meet at 5PM at the field.
Monday, September 14: 9-entry conventional cotton variety
trial. Carter Farm at Walnut Grove. Meet at 5PM at the field
a half mile east of Walnut Grove School.
Tuesday, September 15: 20-entry transgenic cotton variety
trial. Vaiden Gin on Hwy. 51N in Vaiden. Meet at Vaiden
Gin at 5PM.
In Conclusion:
This is the August Field Crops Newsletter; but by the
time most of you read it the month will be September. This
year is rapidly passing. Before we know it, Thanksgiving will
be here, and then Christmas. We have seen many unusual
things this year – in crops, and several other things that
directly affect our lives. I read and hear comments all the time
that say we need to “wake up” and do this or that. People in
agriculture have always been awake; but we need to pay a
little more attention to the way the “wind” is blowing these
days. There is a different “feel” to the wind lately. Feels like
a storm may be coming. God Bless. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agronomist

